28o      ST. AUGUSTINE AND HIS AGE
395, 396, 397, and 399, he issued decrees for the destruction of the temples and the abolition of the pagan religion, only departing from the fervour of his predecessor by a shrewd direction that the material of the destroyed temples be used for the construction of roads and bridges. Throughout the eastern empire Christianity made rapid progress with the aid of such legislation. If in Rome, as Symmachus said, ' to desert the altars was a new kind of ambition,' it will readily be understood that the temptation was stronger in the vicinity of the Christian court at Alexandria.1 The pagan tradition was utterly broken. Every earthquake, pestilence, or other striking calamity, brought thousands into the new religion.
In the west the suppression of paganism was by no means so smooth a process. Valentinian n. had, as has been stated, continued the policy of Gratian, confiscating the revenues of the clergy and temples and withdrawing the last shred of imperial patronage from the old religion. The Christian leaders had pleasantly assured the pagans that they had no ground for complaint, since the
1 At the same time, there were pagans in high office even in the east, and a considerable licence was permitted the pagan writers of the eastern empire.